BOSWELL'S LIFE OF JOHNSON
his mind was starved, and his faculties apt to degenerate,
from want of exercise and competition. No place, (he said,)
cured a man's vanity or arrogance so well as London; for as
no man was either great or good per se, but as compared
with others not so good or great, he was sure to find in the
metropolis many his equals, and some his superiours. He told
me, that he had frequently been offered country preferment,
if he would consent to take orders; but he could not leave the
improved society of the capital, or consent to exchange the
exhilarating joys and splendid decorations of publick life, for
the obscurity, insipidity, and uniformity of remote situations.
'Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, he said, was the only
book that ever took him out of bed two hours sooner than he
wished to rise.
cHe had great compassion for the miseries and distresses
of the Irish nation, particularly the Papists; and severely
reprobated the barbarous debilitating policy of the British
government, which, he said, was the most detestable mode
of persecution. To a gentleman, who hinted such policy
might be necessary to support the authority of the English
government, he replied by saying, "Let the authority of the
English government perish, rather than be maintained by
iniquity. Better would it be to restrain the turbulence of the
natives by the authority of the sword, and to make them
amenable to law and justice by an effectual and vigorous
police, than to grind them to powder by all manner of dis-
abilities and incapacities. Better (said he,) to hang or drown
people at once, than by an unrelenting persecution to beggar
and starve them." The moderation and humanity of the
present times have, in some measure, justified the wisdom of
his observations.
*When exasperated by contradiction, he was apt to treat
his opponents with too much acrimony: as, "Sir, you don't
see your way through that question:" - "Sir, you talk the
language of ignorance." On my observing to him that a cer-
tain gentleman had remained silent the whole evening, in the
midst of a very brilliant and learned society, "Sir, (said hej
the conversation overflowed, and drowned him."